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To show polonium and radium to the incredulous, to prove to
the world the existence of their "children," and to complete
their own conviction, M. and Mme Curie were now to labour
for four years.
The aim was to obtain pure radium and polonium. In the
most strongly radioactive products which the scientists had
prepared, these substances figured only in imperceptible traces.
Pierre and Marie already knew the method by which they could
hope to isolate the new metals, but the separation could not be
made except by treating very large quantities of crude material,
Here arose three agonising questions:
How were they to get a sufficient quantity of ore? What
premises could they use to effect their treatment? What money
was there to meet the inevitable cost of the work?
Pitch-blende, in which polonium and radium were hidden,
was a costly ore, treated at the St. Joachimsthal mines in
Bohemia for the extraction of uranium salts used in the manu-
facture of glass. Tons of pitch-blende would cost a great deal:
far too much for the Curie household.
Ingenuity was to make up for wealth. According to the ex-
pectation of the two scientists, the extraction of uranium should
leave, intact in the ore, such traces of polonium and radium as
the ore contains. There was no reason why these traces should
not be found in the residue. And whereas crude pitch-blende
was costly, its residue after treatment had very slight value* By
asking an Austrian colleague for a recommendation to the
directors of the mines of St. Joachimsthal would it not be
possible to obtain a considerable quantity of such residue for a
reasonable price?
It was simple enough: but somebody had to think of it.
It was necessary, of course, to buy this crude material and pay
for its transportation to Paris. Pierre and Marie appropriated
the required sum from their meagre savings. They were not
so foolish as to ask for official credits. . . . If two physicists on
the scent of an immense discovery had asked the University of
Paris or the French government for a grant to buy pitch-blende